I n this issue, Hocking et al. describe an international, collaborative research project of qualitative scholars from New Zealand, Kentucky, and Thailand. The broad aim of their studies is to understand human occupations from multicultural perspectives. To accomplish this aim, Hocking et al. have focused on the occupation of cooking and have completed a series of studies on older woman's food preparation for the Christmas and New Year holidays. Their research focus recognizes the importance of food preparation as a primary occupation of older women and acknowledges the importance of the holidays for maintaining family traditions. Cooking for the holidays is an occupation steeped in traditions and rituals that appear to sustain a family and link the family to a community. These researchers hoped to establish a common understanding of how older women's role in food preparation transcends cultures, while respecting that this role may be uniquely different across cultures. Their focus on the single occupation of holiday food preparation serves as an example for future research of occupations from multicultural perspectives.
To fully appreciate the research methods and design described by Hocking et al., I reviewed one of the publications produced by this international research collaboration. Wright-St. Clair, Hocking, Bunrayong, Wittayakorn, and Rattakorn (2005) published an analysis of New Zealand women cooking at Christmas. These researchers interviewed 16 women from Auckland's North Shore region who were 65 years or older, healthy, English speaking, and living in their own homes. The authors identified three themes that emerged from their interviews of New Zealand women describing their holiday cooking.
In the first theme, cooking at Christmas time was defined as an occupation that reflects a woman's identity. Cooking is a method by which women express who they are as homemakers and hostesses. It seems that cooking and baking are the essence of homemaking. Holiday cooking demonstrated a New Zealand woman's identity as being thrifty, practical, and modest. Cooked food and homemade baking frequently were gifted as a demonstration of friendship and caring for others. Therefore, the women expressed important elements of their identity through cooking, including their caring and providing for others. Their cooking or baking gifts became more meaningful when the food was a special recipe and when it was made from scratch. Occupations that express one's identity are particularly powerful and are likely to be important occupations to continue when faced with disability.
The second theme explained that cooking at Christmas was an opportunity for an older woman to bring her family together to celebrate being a family. Holiday cooking and eating traditions provide memories from past Christmases and affirmation of the family's place in a broader community. Although the women expressed that food traditions bond the family, they also understood that food traditions change across generations. The connecting of family was the essential element. As long as family members could sense that part of a food ritual had been maintained, its evolution into a different food tradition was accepted and even expected. The women interviewed also expected that family participants would change over time as members left, married, and had children. With this evolution of family units into subunits (e.g., when Christmas moves to the children's homes), continuity of holiday cooking was sustained by the food traditions and recipes that had been passed down from previous generations. The women expressed that Christmas was a temporal and spiritual marker for keeping family memories of people and places alive and for shaping identity through enacting family traditions.
The third theme expressed that the women's self identity was validated through their preparation of food during the holiday. The women were validated by the gratitude of the food recipients and by the praise of their families. The women enjoyed seeing others eat what they prepared. They expressed feeling competent and appreciative of the affirmation that they were good cooks. Food preparation allowed the women to feel validated as a nurturer and provider.
How can occupational therapists use these ideas in their practice? Given the importance of cooking on the holidays, this occupation is one that should be a priority to maintain. Because cooking reflects a woman's self identity, loss of this occupation may have a more significant effect than loss of other occupations. This study also suggests that participating in holiday food preparation can take many forms and that it may be that the spirit of holiday cooking is as important as competently making a meal. Participating in a portion of the cooking occupation may enable an older woman to experience the spirit of the occupation and the essence of her holiday cooking identity. An older woman can participate in holiday food preparation by enacting small cooking tasks or partial tasks and thereby continue to maintain her identity as a nurturer and provider. Given that the primary meaning of holiday cooking comes from transmitting the traditions to the next generation, bringing family members together, and validating self, occupational therapists should work with the family to help the woman who is no longer able to cook continue to have a role in this important family tradition.
When older women live in assisted living communities or nursing homes, continuing holiday cooking occupations becomes more challenging, and perhaps impossible. However, cooking traditions during the holidays can continue to be a topic of conversation. Such a conversation can give an older woman an opportunity to reminisce and recall family memories. The spiritual aspects of the activity may remain after disability prevents enactment of holiday cooking. Memories of cooking can support the spiritual health of women during the holidays.
The work of Hocking et al. has provided a multicultural understanding of a valued occupation that fully appreciates the specific cultures from which the data were derived. Through their research, we gain insight into how occupations are defined by unique cultures and at the same time transcend cultural differences. Their collaboration has established a standard for future international, multicultural research endeavors of occupational scientists. 
